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Abstract  
While the importance of societal culture and electronic government (e-Government) capabilities have 
been acknowledged in information systems (IS) research, few studies have focused on how government 
agencies in developing countries establish effective delivery of e-Government services and influence 
societal perspectives of these services. Saudi Arabia is a developing country that is less advanced than 
developed and several developing countries in its implementation, management, and delivery of e-
Government services. Using Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and absorptive capacity theory, this paper 
provides an initial conceptual model to identify the role of a society’s culture in developing the 
capabilities of government agencies in Saudi Arabia to deliver effective e-Government services. 
 
Keywords: E-Government, Absorptive Capacity, Societal Culture, Saudi Arabia.  
 
  
 1 INTRODUCTION 
E-government has been defined as ‘the use of information communication technology (ICT) to enable 
and improve the efficiency with which government services are provided to citizens, employees, 
businesses, and agencies’ (Carter & Bélanger 2005 p. 5). It can enhance how government agencies, 
citizens, and businesses interact with each other (Zheng et al. 2013), reduce costs associated with internal 
and external communication (Jonathan et al. 2014), and enhance efficiency and effectiveness of service 
delivery (Al-Fakhri et al. 2010). Transparency in government services can be improved by allowing the 
public to access policies, regulations, rules, history, and statistics (El Sofany et al. 2012).  
Arguably, the majority of e-Government research involving developing countries has been conducted 
to assess hard issues, such as technology adoption (Alfarraj et al. 2013); however, not all challenges 
facing e-Government are derived from hard issues (Al-Fakhri et al. 2010; Basamh et al. 2014). 
Insufficient intangible resources (Alfarraj & Alhussain 2013), such as low absorptive capacity (Harvey 
et al. 2010), result in the lack of knowledge (Alshehri et al. 2012) and skills (Alsafadi & Abunafesa 
2012) necessary to develop e-Government. Some of the shortcomings of e-Government in developing 
countries can be attributed to a lack of capabilities (Dada 2006; Shareef et al. 2010). This is particularly 
apparent in information systems (IS), for which a core capability is defined as ‘a capability needed to 
facilitate the exploitation of information technology (IT), measurable in terms of IT activities supported 
and resulting business performance’ (Willcocks & Feeny 2006, p. 29). In addition to capability-based 
issues, the importance of studying the relationship between societal culture and e-Government has been 
identified (Zhao 2013), although limited research has been conducted to investigate the impact of 
societal culture on the absorptive capacities (Greve et al. 2009) of IS or e-Governments specifically.  
Therefore, this study provides insight into the role societal culture plays in developing the absorptive 
capacity of e-Governments in developing countries by analysing e-Government in Saudi Arabia. Saudi 
Arabia is an appropriate context because it is a developing country that is not as advanced as most 
developed and some developing countries in its implementation, management, and delivery of e-
Government. Furthermore, the main challenges of developing e-Government capabilities in Saudi 
Arabia do not stem from technical or financial issues but from soft issues, including capability and 
cultural perceptions (Alshehri & Drew 2010; El Sofany et al. 2012). Therefore, the primary research 
question of this study is: how does the societal culture of Saudi Arabia influence the absorptive capacity 
of government agencies in delivering effective e-Government services? 
This paper is organised as follows. First, a review of the literature is presented, focusing on the primary 
aspects of societal culture and e-Government in Saudi Arabia. Second, the theoretical foundations of the 
study are described, which include the theory of absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal 1990) and 
Hofstede’s dimensions of societal culture (Hofstede & Peterson 2000). Third, an analysis of societal 
culture and absorptive capacity dimensions relevant to e-Government in Saudi Arabia is provided, based 
on the extant literature and theoretical foundations and leading to a conceptual model for future 
empirical research. Finally, the paper concludes the research and provides direction for future work. 
2 LITERATURE REVIEW  
2.1 Societal Culture and E-Government 
The importance of and need for research on societal culture has been widely recognised in IS research 
(Ford et al. 2009; Myers & Tan 2003). Hofstede (2001) described societal culture as ‘the collective 
programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from 
another’ (p. 9). In terms of e-Government, societal culture plays a key role in the acceptance, success, 
and failure of e-Government projects (Al-Hujran et al. 2011; Aykut 2009). Studies have found that 
societal culture affects the online expectations, and experiences of citizens and their attitude towards e-
Government (Erumban & de Jong 2006; Zhao 2011).  
 There are several empirical studies investigating societal culture and e-Government (Ali et al. 2009; 
Carter & Weerakkody 2008); however, these studies primarily focus on developed countries (Carter & 
Bélanger 2005), and there is little research focusing on developing countries (Al-Hujra et al. 2011). 
Notably, e-Government projects in developing countries often fail because of off-the-shelf IT solutions 
adopted from developed countries, which do not take into account local culture, social norms, and 
political conditions (Dada 2006). Empirical research regarding the importance of societal culture to e-
Government development is necessary (Zhao 2011) because it is essential that governments consider 
societal perspectives prior to the implementation of e-Government systems (Sabri, Sabri, & Al-Shargabi 
2012) to enhance user and operator capabilities for IT-based systems (Al-Somali et al. 2011; Cresswell 
et al. 2006). Societal culture poses various challenges to knowledge creation and the sharing of 
knowledge (Chow et al. 2000; Minbaeva 2007), which are central to developing absorptive capacities 
(Greve et al. 2009) and e-Government capabilities (Zhao 2011). While the aforementioned studies are 
useful for highlighting the significance of societal culture for the adoption of e-Government (Al-Hujran 
et al. 2011), less research has focused on how societal culture has influenced the development of 
government agencies’ capabilities for delivering effective e-Government services.  
2.2     The Societal Culture of Saudi Arabia 
The societal culture of Saudi Arabia is characterised by religion, customs, and traditions (Aldraehim et 
al. 2012), although religion and tribe are two of the primary aspects that influence Saudis’ social and 
economic practices (Aldraehim et al. 2012) Islam affects social manners, obligations, and social 
practices in Saudi Arabia (Aldraehim et al. 2012). Saudi Arabia is both a conservative and collective 
society (Nadi 2012) with a judicial system based on Islamic law (Shari’ah) for both criminal and civil 
cases (Robertson et al. 2001). Additionally, 99% of Saudi nationals are Sunni Muslims, and there are no 
churches, synagogues, temples, or shrines in the country— only mosques (Robertson et al. 2001). Saudi 
Arabian law and strict cultural practices ensure that the country is distinct from other Islamic, Arab, and 
Gulf countries, such as Oman and Kuwait (Robertson et al., 2001); however, Kingship, tribal systems, 
nepotism (meaning “the employment of relatives”) (Aldraehim, et al. 2012) and an intense affinity for 
heritage have an impact on people and could affect the way they live and work (Nadi 2012). Work 
beliefs in Saudi Arabia is more divergent than those of the Arab countries, therefore, differences exist 
between Saudi Arabian managers and managers from other Arab and neighbouring countries such as 
Oman and Kuwait (Robertson et al. 2001). In Saudi Arabian business culture, there is a unique system 
of managerial hierarchy and the relationship between superiors and subordinates is hierarchical in many 
organisations (Alkahtani et al. 2013; Cassell & Blake 2012) because of “the prevalence of its hereditary 
monarchy structure and the fact that members of the extensive royal family dominate executive level 
positions throughout the country” (Robertson et al. 2001, p.233). Additionally, Saudi Arabia has strong 
cultural traditions, such as gender segregation at schools and workplaces, which limit public 
interaction between men and women (Alkahtani et al. 2013). This strict tradition does not exist in other 
Arab and neighbouring countries which differentiate Saudi Arabian culture than other cultures 
(Robertson et al. 2001).  
2.3     E-Government in Saudi Arabia 
Recognising how e-Government improves the lives of citizens, the Saudi Arabian government launched 
its Yesser (meaning ‘to simplify’) E-Government Programme in 2005 (Al Soma 2008). The programme 
consists of two phases: development and implementation. The first phase, now complete, ran from 
2006–2010, and the second phase is currently in progress (2012–2016) (Alateyah et al. 2013). The first 
phase concentrated on boosting investment in IT, improving the productivity of the public sector, and 
raising awareness and understanding of e-Government services amongst the country’s citizens and 
business organisations (AlFarraj et al. 2010). The Yesser Programme has not been fully implemented 
because there has been a failure to provide the necessary methods to manage change, such as promoting 
the importance of e-Government and providing effective training programmes to both employees and 
the public (Basiri & Sulaiman 2012).  
 The second phase seeks to develop an effective e-Government workforce to improve interactions 
between the public and government agencies and to cultivate a culture of innovation and collaboration 
that improves the effectiveness of the government as a whole (Harissi & Hefny 2013). As the country 
moves towards a technology-enabled government and knowledge-based economy, the development of 
Saudi Arabian human capital is essential (Bashehab & Buddhapriya 2013). The importance of e-
Government capabilities is recognised by the Saudi Arabian government, which has acknowledged that 
without investment in human capital, communications, and change management, the e-Government 
action plan is unlikely to succeed (Yesser E-Government Programme 2012, p. 12). The current study, 
which focuses on capabilities, offers practical insight into the development of e-Government in Saudi 
Arabia.  
3  THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS  
3.1  Absorptive Capacity  
The theory of absorptive capacity was originally introduced by Cohen and Levinthal (1990, p.128) and 
is defined as ‘the ability of a firm to recognise the value of new, external information, assimilate it, and 
apply it to commercial ends.’ A range of models for absorptive capacity has been developed; for 
example, Zahra and George (2002) provided a model comprised of four routines and processes by which 
firms acquire, assimilate, transform, and implement knowledge. The model developed by Lane et al. 
(2006) identifies three components of exploratory learning, transformative learning, and exploitative 
learning. Following a comprehensive review of the use of absorptive capacity in IS literature, Roberts 
et al. (2012) described a model based on processes to identify valuable external knowledge, assimilate 
or transform such knowledge, and apply assimilated external knowledge.  
The outcomes and influences of absorptive capacity have also been of interest to researchers. The 
outcomes of absorptive capacity are measured in terms of competitive advantage (Zahra & George 
2002), firm performance, e.g., improved customer service, operational efficiency, and effectiveness 
(Lane et al. 2006; Zahra & George 2002), innovation, e.g., new products or services (Cohen & Levinthal, 
1990; Zahra & George 2002), knowledge output (Lane et al. 2006), and IS assimilation (Cooper & Molla 
2014; Roberts et al. 2012). Two of the most commonly reported influences of absorptive capacity are 
exposure to external knowledge sources (Cohen & Levinthal 1990; Roberts et al. 2012; Zahra & George 
2002) and prior experience (Cohen & Levinthal 1990; Roberts et al. 2012; Zahra & George 2002). Of 
particular interest to the current research is the societal culture of the country in which an organisation 
operates, which could influence absorptive capacity (Greve et al. 2009), although there is a lack of 
empirical research investigating this issue. The varied models, influences, and outcomes of absorptive 
capacity indicate that it is domain specific, and when applied to e-Government, contextual nuances must 
be taken into account (see Section 4.0).  
3.2  Dimensions of Societal Culture  
Hofstede’s dimensions of societal cultural has been widely used in a range of disciplines, including IS 
(Forde et al. 2003), despite a range of criticism (Myers & Tan 2003). Hofstede et al. (2010) stated that 
culture is divided into six different dimensions that provide a basis for comparisons of societies and 
countries across cultures. First, power distance is ‘the extent to which the less powerful members of 
organisations and institutions (like the family) expect and accept that power is distributed unequally’ 
(Hofstede & Peterson, 2000, p. 403). Second, uncertainty avoidance captures a culture’s ‘intolerance 
for uncertainty and ambiguity’ (Hofstede & Peterson 2000 p. 403). Third, the individualism versus 
collectivism dimension captures ‘the extent to which individuals are integrated into groups’ (Hofstede 
& Peterson 2000, p. 403). Fourth, masculinity versus femininity refers to ‘assertiveness and 
competitiveness versus modesty and caring’ (Hofstede & Peterson 2000, p. 403). Fifth, the long-term 
versus short-term orientation of a societal culture captures the contrasting values of ‘thrift and 
perseverance’ (long term) with ‘respect for tradition, fulfilment of social obligations, and protection of 
 one’s face’ (short term) (Hofstede & Peterson 2000, p. 403). Sixth, indulgence captures ‘the extent to 
which a society allows relatively free gratification of basic and natural human drives related to enjoying 
life and having fun’ (Zhao 2013, p. 295). As the indulgence dimension is a relatively new addition to 
the model, requiring further validation, and does not appear to have a direct link with e-Government, it 
was omitted from this study.  
 
4 A CONCEPTUAL MODEL FOR DEVELOPING E-
GOVERNMENT ABSORPTIVE CAPACITY  
Based on a review of e-Government literature, the absorptive capacity theory and Hofstede’s dimensions 
of societal culture, this section proposes an initial conceptual model (Figure 1) to identify how 
government agencies in Saudi Arabia can develop their capabilities to deliver effective e-Government 
services. In future stages of this research, the conceptual model will be used to guide a series of case 
studies of government agencies in Saudi Arabia. 
 
Figure 1.  A conceptual model for developing the e-Government absorptive capacity of 
government agencies in Saudi Arabia. 
Figure 1 depicts influences on the absorptive capacity of government agencies in Saudi Arabia to deliver 
effective e-Government services, with a focus on societal culture dimensions, i.e., power distance, 
uncertainty avoidance, collectivism, masculinity, and short-term orientation, external knowledge 
sources, and prior experience. Based on previous research (Roberts et al. 2012), absorptive capacity for 
the provision of e-Government services is described here as consisting of three processes: knowledge 
acquisition (the ability to identify and acquire knowledge about the provisions of effective e-
Government services), assimilation (the routines and processes of analysing, understanding, and 
interpreting acquired knowledge), and application (the refinement, extension, and leveraging of existing 
or new competencies using assimilated knowledge). In terms of the outcomes, this study focuses on both 
commercial and non-commercial outcomes for e-Government services. 
 4.1 Influences of E-Government Absorptive Capacity in Saudi Arabia 
4.1.1.    Societal Culture and Absorptive Capacity 
According to Hofstede (1991), culture can only be used meaningfully by comparison of societies and 
countries across cultures. Therefore, in this section, the societal culture dimension scores published by 
Hofstede et al. (2010) are used to compare Saudi Arabia, Australia, and the United States. According to 
studies conducted by Aykut (2009) and Erumban and Jong (2006), countries with higher power distance 
normally have a lower rate of ICT adoption than countries with lower power distance. Furthermore, high 
levels of power distance are reported to have a negative influence on knowledge acquisition and 
assimilation and application processes (Greve et al. 2009; Nakata & Sivakumar 2001), because in 
addition to horizontal flows of knowledge, vertical flows are required for developing absorptive capacity 
(Lane et al. 2006). Saudi Arabia has a relatively high power distance score of 95 (Gillespie & Hennessey 
2010) when compared to the USA (40) and Australia (38) (Hofstede et al. 2010), which is indicative of 
high levels of power inequality in Saudi Arabia (Cassell & Blake 2012). This leads to:  
Proposition 1: Saudi Arabia’s high power distance has a negative influence on Saudi Arabia’s e-
Government knowledge acquisition, assimilation, and application processes. 
Countries with high uncertainty avoidance tend to be less willing to change because of fear of the 
unknown (Kwantes & Boglarsky 2007) and, thus, may resist implementing the changes required to 
deliver e-Government services. Access to external information and knowledge can reduce organisational 
risk, support effective decision making, and provide insight into future technological advances (Cohen 
& Levinthal 1994). Cultures that have high uncertainty avoidance strive for increased levels of 
knowledge acquisition (Greve et al. 2009); however, highly uncertain cultures value consensus and 
avoid open conflict (Hoftstede 1980), and Greve et al. (2009) stated that cultures with high uncertainty 
avoidance are likely to have lower levels of knowledge assimilation. Additionally, highly uncertain 
cultures avoid risk, which is often inherent in innovation and commercialisation of knowledge, and thus, 
are likely to have lower levels of new knowledge application (Greve et al. 2009). Saudi Arabia scored 
an 80 for uncertainty avoidance (Gillespie & Hennessey 2010), which is relatively high when compared 
to the USA (46) and Australia (51) (Hofstede et al. 2010) and indicates Saudi Arabia’s need for formal 
rules to avoid uncertainty and abstruseness. This leads to: 
Proposition 2: Saudi Arabia’s high uncertainty avoidance has a positive influence on its e-Government 
knowledge-acquisition processes but a negative influence on its e-Government assimilation and 
application processes.  
In terms of the individualism versus collectivism dimension, it has been argued that countries with 
higher levels of individualism and in which people have greater freedom to think and act independently 
are more open to innovation and the adoption of e-Government (Arslan 2009). For absorptive capacity 
specifically, the acquisition of knowledge from external environments requires more individual actions 
and initiative (Triandis 2001); thus, individualistic cultures support improved knowledge acquisition 
(Greve et al. 2009). In contrast, Greve et al. (2009) argued that high degrees of collectivism may support 
improved knowledge assimilation because highly collective cultures generally demonstrate strong ties, 
informal communication and interaction, and improved knowledge application because collectivist 
cultures support concerted group efforts within an organisation. However, relationships are complex and 
may be context dependent. For example, people from individualistic cultures are often more open to 
diversity, which has a positive impact on communication (Khan & Khan 2014). In contrast, people from 
collectivist cultures are not as exposed to diversity, and this can have a negative impact on 
communication and knowledge sharing in an organisational environment, where a mix of cultures is 
common (Khan & Khan 2014). Saudi Arabia is a collectivist society, scoring a 20 for this dimension 
(Gillespie & Hennessey 2010), compared to the USA (91) and Australia (90) (Hofstede et al. 2010). 
Saudi Arabia is a collective dominated society that emphasises family and group culture (Aldraehim et 
al. 2012). This leads to: 
 Proposition 3: Saudi Arabia’s collectivism culture has a negative influence on its e-Government 
knowledge-acquisition processes but a positive influence on its e-Government knowledge assimilation 
and application processes. 
According to Greve et al. (2009) the masculinity versus femininity dimension of societal culture can be 
seen in the output of absorptive capacity, such as new products or services that are financially focused 
(masculinity) or general knowledge or relationship-based output (femininity). In terms of absorptive 
capacity, Greve et al. (2009) argued that feminine cultures are more likely to be open to knowledge 
acquisition activities that are not restricted by the desire to achieve monetary outcomes. Similarly, 
knowledge assimilation that requires effective knowledge sharing activities may be more in line with 
feminine cultures (Greve et al. 2009) in which high levels of interaction between people are more evident 
(Nakata & Sivakumar 1996). However, masculinity cultures have been identified as being more likely 
to lead to greater knowledge application, particularly where monetary outcomes are likely (Greve et al. 
2009). Saudi Arabia scored a 60 for the masculinity dimension (Gillespie & Hennessey 2010), similar 
to the United States (62) and Australia (61) (Hofstede et al. 2010). According to Hoftstede (2000), this 
indicates that people in Saudi Arabia, like in the United States and Australia, are likely to be somewhat 
more driven by competition, achievement, and success than by caring for others and quality of life. 
Thus: 
Proposition 4: Saudi Arabia’s high masculinity culture has a negative influence on e-Government 
knowledge acquisition and assimilation but a positive influence on e-Government knowledge-
application processes.  
According to Hoftstede (2000), societies that have a high long-term orientation encourage thrift and 
efforts in modern education to prepare for the future, whereas societies that score low on this dimension 
value traditions and norms and view change with suspicion. A study of 26 European countries found 
that countries with long-term orientations are more likely to adopt e-Government than those with short-
term orientations (Aykut 2009). Developing absorptive capacity is an ongoing and long-term endeavour 
(Cohen & Levinthal 1990; Zahra & George 2002); consequently, cultures that have long-term 
orientations are compatible with ongoing knowledge acquisition activities that require persistence, 
assimilation activities that often require consensus building, and application activities that are ideally 
based on sound plans (Greve et al. 2009). Saudi Arabia has somewhat more of a long-term orientation 
(36) when compared to the United States (26) and Australia (21) (Hofstede et al. 2010), but overall, it 
is still considered short-term oriented. Saudi Arabian society has great respect for tradition and focuses 
on short-term results (Cassell & Blake 2012). This leads to: 
Proposition 5: Saudi Arabia’s short-term orientation has a negative influence on its knowledge 
acquisition, assimilation and application processes for e-Government. 
4.1.2     Exposure to External Knowledge Sources and E-Government Absorptive Capacity 
An organisation’s breadth and depth of exposure to external knowledge influences its tendency to 
explore new knowledge and develop absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal 1990; Zahra & George 
2002). It follows that the wider the range of connections and closer the relationships that government 
agencies have with sources of knowledge about e-Government, the greater their propensity to develop 
the absorptive capacity to deliver effective e-Government services in Saudi Arabia. External knowledge 
sources might involve acquisitions and purchasing, e.g., hiring e-Government consultants, or inter-
organisational relationships, e.g., interactions with other agencies and partnerships with private sector 
organisations (Zahra & George 2002). As part of the Yesser Programme, government agencies in Saudi 
Arabia have connections with external sources of e-Government knowledge through private-sector 
partners and regular interactions between government departments (Yesser 2012). Thus: 
Proposition 6: Saudi Arabia’s exposure to external knowledge sources has a positive influence on e-
Government absorptive capacity and on knowledge acquisition and assimilation processes, in 
particular. 
  
4.1.3              Prior Experience and e-Government Absorptive Capacity 
Absorptive capacity is path dependent and domain specific and, thus, influenced by prior experience 
(Zahra & George 2002). Prior experience in e-Government encompasses the level of knowledge and 
skills within government agencies to deliver effective e-Government services. Prior experience in a 
specific domain helps identify valuable external knowledge more easily (Roberts et al. 2012) because 
learning performance is greatest when new knowledge is related to what is already known (Lane et al. 
2006). The acquisition of knowledge about e-Government from past successes or failures, comparisons 
to other e-Government services or agencies, and through collaboration with other organisations can 
increase absorptive capacity. Furthermore, an organisation’s absorptive capacity depends in part on the 
absorptive capacities of its individual members (Roberts et al. 2012). Thus, recruitment of employees 
who have prior knowledge of e-Government facilitates the development of absorptive capacity (Zahra 
& George 2002). Therefore: 
Proposition 7: Saudi Arabia’s prior experience in the provision of e-Government has a positive 
influence on its overall absorptive capacity for e-Government.  
4.1.4     Absorptive Capacity and the Outcomes of E-Government  
Developing absorptive capacity in an e-Government context enables commercial and non-commercial 
outcomes. By developing capabilities for e-Government, government agencies can reduce processing 
costs (Jonathan et al. 2014), increase transparency and communication between a government and its 
citizens (El Sofany et al. 2012), and increase service efficiency (Al-Fakhri et al. 2010). A sustainable, 
effective, and skilled e-Government workforce is considered an important outcome of developing Saudi 
Arabia’s government agencies’ ability to provide e-Government services (Yesser e-
Government Programme 2012). Thus: 
Proposition 8: Development of the e-Government absorptive capacity of agencies in Saudi Arabia will 
have a direct influence on the level of success of commercial and non-commercial outcomes achieved 
from the implementation of e-Government.  
5 CONCLUSION  
This research-in-progress paper presents an initial conceptual model that highlights the influence of 
societal culture, prior experience, and external knowledge sources on developing the absorptive capacity 
of government agencies in Saudi Arabia to deliver e-Government services. While the importance of 
societal culture in e-Government has been considered in earlier research, less research has focused on 
how societal culture influences the way government agencies develop their absorptive capacity to 
provide effective e-Government. This study placed emphasis on this important issue to provide a useful 
contribution to IS research. The model used here is expected to help decision-makers understand the 
role societal culture plays in developing absorptive capacity for e-Government and to support them in 
the development of plans and strategies to boost the absorptive capacity of government agencies. The 
initial conceptual model provides a framework for future empirical research, which will be used to refine 
the model. Once the model is tested across multiple cultural contexts (specifically, the Saudi Arabia and 
Australia public sectors), future research should expand to other contexts.  
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